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REFUGEE HEALTH IN PHILADELPHIA
Marc Altshuler, MD
Professor, Department of Family and Community Medicine
Director, Jefferson Center for Refugee Health
Why the Jefferson Center for Refugee Health was 
created...
• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DJh9IQTlvGI
Objectives
• Define the U.S. refugee resettlement process
• Discuss the history of refugee health in 
Philadelphia and the creation of the Jefferson 
Center for Refugee Health
• Review selected data on our patients
• Learn how to utilize new resources to care for 
refugees
UNHCR
• Following World War II, the 
United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) was formed in 1950 
to help the millions of 
Europeans who fled Europe 
and lost their homes.
• They were given 3 years to 
complete their work and then 
dispand.
• 70 years later, the UNHCR is 
still in existence.
UNHCR 2020
• Mandated to lead and 
coordinate international action 
to protect refugees and resolve 
refugee problems worldwide. 
• Ensures that everyone can 
exercise the right to seek 
asylum and find safe refuge in 
another State.
• Today, a staff of some 17,000 
people in more than 135 
countries continues
5
Definition of Refugee
• ‘Someone who, owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted
for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular 
social group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to 
avail himself of the protection of that country.’
Source:  UN  Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, Article 1A (1951)
Other Terms:
• Immigrant – a foreign-born resident who is not a US 
citizen, lawfully admitted for permanent residence
• Asylee – an immigrant who has fled their country for 
reasons as a refugee, but is already present in the US
• Internally Displaced Person (IDP) – unlike refugees, 
they are displaced within their own country—
frequently for some of the same reasons as refugees.

Refugee Health in US - Refugee Act of 1980
• Officially, established a domestic 
refugee resettlement program
• Outlined the process for the annual 
admission of refugees
• Number of refugees admitted to US. 
is decided by the President, in 
consultation with Congress.
• Since 1975, the United States has 
resettled over 3 million refugees.
• Historically, resettlement based on 
global need and US interest…until 
now.

Statistics Fiscal Year 2020 
• FY 2020:  18,000
• FY 2019:  30,000
• Actual: 22,491
• Congo, Burma, 
Ukraine, Bhutan, 
Eritrea
• FY 2018:  45,000
• FY 2017:  110,000
• FY 2016:  85,000
Refugee admissions from Middle east and SE Asia 
decreased 92% from 2016-2019
Refugees coming to the U.S.
• https://www.washingtonpost.com/video/politics/this-is-
what-it-takes-for-a-refugee-to-be-admitted-into-the-
us/2017/02/09/340c8922-ef0a-11e6-a100-
fdaaf400369a_video.html?utm_term=.9e5d07c8fcba
Upon Arrival
Reception Services
• Airport pickup
• Pocket money
• Housing
• Hot culturally appropriate meal
• Basic furnishings and household 
items
• Culturally appropriate food 
staples (until food stamp case is 
opened)
Core Services
• Apply for social security cards 
(w/in 10 days)
• Welfare benefits (w/in 10 days)
• Medical screening (w/in 30 
days)
• Enroll children in school (w/in 
30 days)
• ESL referral (w/in 10 days)
• Employment referral (w/in 10 
days)
• Home visits (24 hr, 30 and 90 
days)
Cultural Orientation
• Role of agency
• Housing 
• Transportation
• Hygiene
• Budgeting and finances
• Public benefits
• Safety
• Travel Loan repayment
• Selective service registration
• Change of address
Refugee 
Arrives in 
Philadelphia
Referrals from family and friends
HIAS and 
Council
Nationalities 
Service Center
Lutheran 
Children & 
Family Service
Jefferson’s Center for Refugee Health
Jefferson Center for Refugee Health (CRH)
• July 2007:  Partnership established between 
NSC and Jefferson, first refugee medical home 
in Philadelphia.
• Provided clinical care and a unique learning 
opportunity for residents and students.
• Philadelphia Refugee Health Collaborative 
formed in 2010.
• Largest single provider of refugee healthcare 
services in Philadelphia (valuated over 2500+ 
new patients, over 7000+ total visits).
• Designated by the CDC as a Center of 
Excellence for Refugee Health in 2016.  

*2017 In Progress
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Evaluation based on medical needs, 
geographic location and availability
Hansjörg Wyss 
Wellness 
Center 
SEAMAAC:  SE Asian Mutual Assistance Association 
Coalition
• Mission: To support and serve immigrants and refugees and 
other politically, socially and economically marginalized 
communities as they seek to advance the condition of their 
lives in the United States.
• Community Development
• Health and Human Services
• Education

Resources:  
https://careref.web.health.state.mn.us/










Patient education materials:
REFUGEE HEALTH PARTNERS (RHP)
• Student-run organization started in 2008 to provide 
clinical and service opportunity for medical students.  
Largest in Philadelphia
• Student activities occur in the community and 
considered as an extension of the care provided at the 
Jefferson Center for Refugee Health, with a focus on 
improving health outcomes through education, support 
groups, tutoring
• Attracts students from multiple disciplines (SKMC, 
Nursing, Pharmacy, Post-Bac, Biomedical Sciences).  20 
students in committee leadership positions, over 300 
students in total membership across all disciplines
• Composed of 7 committees:
• Clinic
• Education
• Health Services
• Advocacy
• Outreach
• Finance
• Research
• Education committee is the largest, with 5 
weekly programs:
• Bhutanese Elder Support Group
• Nutrition counseling at Jefferson Center for 
Refugee Health
• Women’s health group 
• Weekly tutoring sessions for middle and 
high school refugee youth
• RHP offers talks throughout the academic year 
on refugee and immigrant health, population 
health, cultural competency
Suggested Reading:
Books:
• Fadiman, Anne
• The Spirit Catches You 
and You Fall Down.
• Housseini, Khaled
• A Thousand Splendid Suns.
• Beah, Ishmael
• A Long Way Gone.
• Eggers, Dave
• What is the What?
• Kidder, Tracy
• Mountains Beyond 
Mountains
• A Strength in What 
Remains
THANK YOU
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